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Abstract 

Representation of minorities in American politics has grown over the years and diversity is 

larger than ever. Since the midterm elections in 2018, representation for the largest ethnic and 

racial minority groups, African Americans and Latinos, has especially increased. This 

research project analyzes the representation of African American and Latinx legislators in the 

United States Congress and its effect on the representatives’ communities. It will be 

evaluated by looking at five different factors for both groups: self-representation of the 

legislators, political participation of voters, the decision-making process during elections, the 

relationship between voters and representatives, and representation in different types of 

elections. By means of a textual analysis the effects on both communities will be discussed. 

The differences and similarities between the African American and the Latinx community 

will be analyzed as well.  

 

Keywords: descriptive representation, African American, Latinx, Congress, identity, 

legislator 
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Introduction 

Over the past years, the United States Congress has slowly become more diverse. Particularly 

the 2018 midterm elections led to an essential increase in diversity of the new Congress, as a 

large number of women, Latinxs, and African Americans were newly elected. This election 

led to several other noteworthy gains in diversity, such as the election of the first two Native 

American and Muslim women (Zweigenhaft, 2018). One of the newly elected Latinx 

Congress members is Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who also happened to be the youngest 

woman ever elected to the U.S. Congress. In her campaign, she mainly focused on her Latin 

heritage and problems to which many Latin Americans could relate, such as immigration 

justice and the abolishment of ICE. Her choice of issues, her large presence on social media, 

and the fact that she focused on her heritage in her campaign are some of the factors that led 

to her being elected into Congress. As a result, she became one of the most popular 

politicians in the United States and her following, both online and offline, has grown only 

further (Alter, 2019). 

  Both Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez’s successful campaign and the significant increase of 

Latinx legislators have been important developments for minorities in American politics. 

Therefore, it has become an interesting topic for research. This thesis will look at self-

presentation of African American and Latinx legislators and how this and the fact that 

descriptive representation, i.e. the number of representatives from these minority groups in 

Congress, is growing, affects voters in the African American and Latinx community.  

 The Voting Rights Act of 1965 and its several amendments has led to more African 

American and Latinx representatives being elected into Congress, which increased 

representation of these groups increased significantly. Ethnic and racial groups are 

descriptively represented when they share characteristics such as race, ethnicity, and gender 

with their representative (Pantoja & Segura, 2003). There are currently several ongoing 

debates on the effect of descriptive representation and whether or not is has a positive effect 

on representation of minority groups. Previous research has mainly focused on African 

Americans but as the Latinx community is now the largest minority group in the U.S. it is 

becoming more important to study the effects on that group as well. Research on African 

American representation has exclusively focused on turnout in districts where the group is 

well represented. No studies have been conducted yet on turnout in such districts compared to 

districts where there is no descriptive representation, which means the effect of descriptive 

representation has not fully been tested (Griffin & Keane, 2006). “Who votes and who 
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doesn’t has important consequences for who gets elected and for the content of public 

policies” (Lijphart, 1997, p. 4). As policies could be affected by who is elected, it is 

important to focus on how well minorities are represented in Congress. Previous research has 

focused on the effect of descriptive representation on minority groups but there is still mixed 

evidence, especially on the effect of African American representation on voter turnout of 

African Americans in elections. However, this does suggest that there are factors within the 

African American community that affect the varying turnout numbers (Griffin & Keane, 

2006). Research on representation of the Latinx community has mainly focused on ideology 

and state legislatures, and it was found that ethnicity plays a role in the legislative process but 

it often varies depending on what the state and setting is. As for African Americans, this 

again suggests that there are differences within the community that cause these varying 

effects (Wallace, 2014).  

 The question that will be answered in this thesis is “To what extent does the effect of 

descriptive representation in Congress differ for the African American and Latinx 

community?”. This will be done through looking at the effects of descriptive representation 

on the African American and the Latinx community, and comparing the results. The factors 

that this thesis will focus on are self-representation of legislators and to what extent they 

focus on their heritage, the effects of descriptive representation on political participation of 

both groups, the importance of descriptive representation in the decision-making process of 

constituents, the effects of descriptive representation on the relationship between the 

legislators and constituents, and the different effects in elections on several levels. To answer 

the research question, a text analysis will be conducted. I will start by focusing on the effects 

on the mentioned factors regarding the African American community and subsequently, I will 

specifically focus on the Latinx community. Lastly, the effects on both communities will be 

compared and a conclusion will be drawn.  

This thesis is divided into three chapters. The first chapter focuses on the effects of 

descriptive representation on the African American community and is divided into five sub 

questions. First, I will concentrate on how African American legislators represent themselves 

and how they communicate their message and identity to their voters. Secondly, I will 

describe how descriptive representation affects the political participation of constituents in 

the African American community. After this, the importance of descriptive representation in 

the decision-making process of African American voters will be analyzed. I will also focus 

on what factors other than race play a role in this process. Then, I will pay attention to the 

effects of descriptive representation on the relationship between African American legislators 
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and their constituents, and how and why this often changes. Lastly, I will compare the 

previously found information to look at the effects of descriptive representation in elections 

on different levels, such as local, congressional, and presidential elections. In the second 

chapter, the focus will be on descriptive representation of the Latinx community. The term 

‘Latinx’ will be used rather than ‘Latino’ as this is a fairly new gender-neutral term that is 

deemed more inclusive than ‘Latino’ in the United States. I will use the same sub questions 

used in the first chapter to be able to compare the results in the third chapter. In the last 

chapter, the results that were found in the first and second chapter will be compared. The 

same sub questions used in chapter one and two will be used in the last chapter as well. 

Finally, I will give an overview of the results found in the chapters and I will draw a 

conclusion on the existing differences and similarities in effects for the African American and 

the Latinx community.   
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Chapter 1: African American Representation in Congress 

1.1 Self-presentation of African American legislators 
To recruit supporters, it is important for all members of Congress to create a political 

community by focusing on identities that people share with each other. This creates a sense of 

'groupness' through which people can identify with a group. In this process, the congress 

member must construct a collective identity by creating stories, memories, myths, and beliefs. 

The creation of this identity is often done through communication with help from the mass 

media as they are needed to spread their message, preferably in a way that it becomes 

entertaining for the public to consume (Louw, 2015).  

Communication through the web has become a popular medium for politicians to 

bring their message across for their voters. Presidential candidates often announce their 

campaigns on the internet and news channels such as CNN rely on the same medium as it 

allows voters to actively participate in politics through, for example, submitting questions for 

primary debates. But not only presidential candidates have to present themselves to the 

outside world. Congress members rely on the internet as well, as congressional websites 

allow for accessible, quick, and fairly limitless amounts of information to be exchanged 

between representatives and their constituents. Nowadays, essentially every member of 

Congress has their own website and campaign website, which represent each of them in a 

unique way, as they choose which issues, legislation, and topics are relevant to their voters 

and will be presented (Gershon, 2008). Although some aspects of congressional websites are 

similar for all representatives, there are many differences in how members of Congress 

present themselves and their activities to their voters. This aspect is particularly important for 

women and minority members, as they can choose to emphasize their gender, racial, and 

ethnic background for their voters to identify with. Previous research has proven that whether 

or not representatives choose to focus on these aspects depends on their gender, race, and 

ethnicity. Generally, female representatives tend to focus more on issues relating to gender 

and issues such as healthcare and education, which are usually seen as “female” issues, 

whereas male representatives are more likely to emphasize “male” issues such as the 

economy and defense (Brown & Gershon, 2016).  

Usually, minority representatives tend to focus more on their race and issues that are 

race-related than white representatives, especially in legislation, floor speeches, and 

communication with their voters. For African Americans, this means that they often focus on 

subjects such as civil rights. By focusing on racial issues, African American representatives 
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do not only want to create an identity that black voters can identify with, they also hope to 

expand the government’s response to these sorts of issues. There is currently little attention 

for these issues, as African Americans and other minorities only make up a small part of 

Congress compared to their white counterparts. This is reflected in the amount of race-related 

issues that are on the agenda. It is also often the case that African Americans only focus on 

their race in their discussion of general issues, as these generally dominate the public agenda. 

However, studies on campaign ads have found that African Americans and white 

representatives running against each other focus equally on race related issues in their 

advertisements, which suggests that the context in which the issues are presented influences 

the representatives’ choice to focus on race (Gershon, 2008).  

The ways in which representatives present themselves do not only differ between the 

various races and ethnicities but also among them. Previous studies have suggested that this 

is the case as minority women are in a way “doubly disadvantaged”. Generally, African 

American women focus as much on racial issues as their male counterparts in the bills that 

they introduce in the House of Representatives. However, there is a common stereotype that 

black women are tough and non-feminine, to which African American representatives often 

respond by focusing more on their feminine side, gender identity, and gender-related issues 

rather than focusing on their race. Another strategy African American women often choose is 

to combine their racial background and gender to be able to identify with a larger community. 

A strategic use of intersectionality creates an advantage for black female legislators as in 

some cases it will grant them a multiple identity advantage, which shows that minority 

women are perfectly able to represent the most marginalized communities (Brown & 

Gershon, 2016).  

 

1.2 The effect of descriptive representation on political participation of the 

African American community 
Minorities have been underrepresented in the past, and for most of them this is still the case. 

Because of these groups’ lack of representation, it is particularly important for them to be 

represented by descriptive representatives; “individuals who in their own backgrounds mirror 

some of the more frequent experiences and outward manifestations of belonging to the 

group” (Mansbridge, 1999, p. 628). In the case of African Americans, this means that they 

are represented by a legislator that shares their heritage and experiences. This is an important 

aspect as this means that the common experiences of the representatives and their 
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constituents are likely to increase the legislator’s attachment and loyalty to the constituents’ 

interests (Mansbridge, 1999).  

African Americans have encountered many legal and economic difficulties in the past 

that prohibited them from participating in elections. As a result, there is a strong focus on 

researching the stimulation of African American voter turnout nowadays. Past studies have 

uncovered mixed results on whether or not the increase of African American representation 

in electoral districts has stimulated the African American voter turnout in elections. It has 

been proven that the increase of African American prominence in politics has an effect on 

turnout of white voters, as those turnout rates usually decrease. However, this demobilization 

of white voters does not always mean an equal increase in mobilization of black voters. It is 

therefore not always the case that the political involvement among African Americans 

expands when they are being represented in Congress (Gay, 2001). There are several reasons 

why, only occasionally, African American representation in Congress positively impacts the 

turnout of black voters. The most important reason is that minorities often prefer to be 

represented by someone of their own race, so if there is a choice between a white and a black 

candidate, they tend to choose the latter despite the fact that the candidates’ positions on 

important issues may be identical (Washington, 2006). History plays a role in this as well, as 

African Americans were excluded from politics for ages. The fact that their representation 

has increased would empower them because they are finally able to participate in politics and 

make a change for their community. Furthermore, descriptive representation could also 

increase African Americans’ interest and knowledge of politics, which encourages them to 

vote. The fact that they have gained representation in the first place may also give them more 

confidence and hope that their goals could be achieved through governmental action (Griffin 

& Keane, 2006).  

It is not only important to look at the number of African Americans that participate in 

elections but also at who the voters are within that group, as this has significant consequences 

for who gets elected and what the essence of public policies will be. As mentioned before, it 

is difficult to determine whether or not black representation increases black voter turnout, 

which is mainly the case because the group of African Americans in the United States is not 

homogeneous. Therefore, the growing descriptive representation has different effects on each 

subgroup within the African American community, which explains why studies have found 

varying results on whether or not the increasing representation positively affects voter 

turnout. It has been proven that people in the United States are more likely to vote when they 

know that their interests are represented well enough to be worth supporting. An important 
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indicator that people often use to predict whether or not they should support candidates is 

race. In most cases, white candidates represent more conservative interests than black 

candidates (Griffin & Keane, 2006). 

The difference in voting behavior that is mentioned before exists between liberal 

African Americans and those who are more conservative. Liberal African Americans are 

generally more likely to feel alienated when they are not represented, as white representatives 

are expected to have less liberal views than people of color. Therefore, when African 

American representation increases, there will be more candidates with liberal viewpoints, 

which encourages liberal voters to participate in elections. In contrast, conservative African 

Americans will feel more alienated when the representation is expanded and are therefore 

less likely to vote. The fact that not all African Americans have the same voting behavior 

shows that descriptive representation cannot have a homogenous effect on the entire 

population group. This also explains why there have been conflicting results on the effect of 

representation on African American voter turnout, as this means that the connection between 

the two can vary depending on the scale on which it has been researched (Griffin & Keane, 

2006). 

 

1.3 Importance of descriptive representation in the decision-making process of 

voters 
To determine who to vote for in an election, voters constantly evaluate the candidates using 

three main factors: party, ideology, and candidate qualities. Essentially, voters are more likely 

to rate members of their own party higher than someone from the opposite party. However, in 

United States legislative politics it is possible that a representative’s ideology does not match 

the ideology of their party. Therefore, it is important to look beyond the party of a candidate, 

and focus more on their personal ideology instead. Another important factor is a candidate’s 

competency, which is established through bill sponsorship, seniority, party chairmanships, 

and staff. Not many bills actually become policy or law, which is why voters prefer looking 

at policy activism, if a candidate’s goals are expressed in a way that they deem tangible and 

achievable, and if the candidates actually have a record of achieving their goals in the past. 

Constituents often focus on seniority as well, as this is an indicator of their influence in 

Congress. Candidates’ effectiveness and quality are generally measured by the amount of 

leadership positions they have had in their career and in how many committees they have 

served. Although all members of the House of Representatives have the same staff 
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allowances, the amount of staff a representative has employed is used as an indicator of their 

service. Most casework is difficult and time consuming, so if a legislator has many 

employees, they have more time for themselves to focus on their voters. The last factor that 

black voters use to determine who to vote for is the candidate’s campaign activity, in which 

they mainly focus on expenditures and the margin of victory in previous elections, if 

applicable. If members of Congress are highly rated they will probably be the most effective 

campaigner in an election. Candidates who have won earlier elections by high margins are 

often well known and have a high rating, and are therefore likely to get many votes in the 

next election. Incumbents with high expenditures in previous campaigns are also well known, 

but are not always liked by voters (Tate, 2001). 

 Although most African American voters believe descriptive representation is 

important, heritage and identity are not the only factors they look at while choosing who to 

vote for in an election. It could be that this is the case because race is a fairly broad factor and 

it is difficult to capture its essence in its entirety. This is also one of the reasons that it is 

difficult to determine whether or not representatives that are from the same race as their 

constituents are always the best representation for that group, as it is possible they are chosen 

because of their identity while they score lower on factors such as efficiency or competency.  

 

1.4 The effect of representation on the constituent-legislator relationship 
Political representation is an important aspect of politics, as it gives people of a community a 

voice and recognition to their ideas and goals. If groups are represented by someone of their 

own race, it is more likely that their voice will be heard as the interests of the congress 

members will presumably be similar to theirs (Tate, 2001). Descriptive representation of 

African Americans does not only affect the voter turnout of the community, as mentioned 

before, but also the way that voters relate to their representatives and their opinions about 

them (Bowen & Clark, 2014). Voters start forming an opinion on representatives at the 

beginning of an election. They use a “low information shortcut”, in which they determine 

where the candidate stands on certain issues by analyzing data about factors such as their 

race, ethnicity, gender, religion, social background, qualifications, and party. Because it can 

be difficult to obtain such information, many voters tend to focus on symbolic and descriptive 

representation (Tate, 2001). 

Previous studies have found that groups that are descriptively represented in Congress 

have a higher chance of knowing the name of their legislators, are more likely to appreciate 
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them and have a good reason for it, and, as mentioned before, are often more likely to vote 

for them. This means it can be concluded that being represented by a member of Congress 

who people can racially or ethnically identify with increases the relationship between the 

voter and the legislator. The relationship between voters and their representatives is a two-

way process, which is influenced by the legislator’s behavior and how this is perceived by the 

voter. Research suggests that, regardless of the congress member’s behavior, voters will 

support them because of their race. However, there is a difference in how white voters and 

African American voters respond to descriptive representation, as white people are the 

majority and therefore more widely represented, which makes that they are often content with 

their representative’s behavior. For African Americans, this is only the case if they are 

represented by someone of their own race. It has been proven that black representatives best 

represent people of their community regarding policy responsiveness, in which the 

representative tries to secure certain benefits for their constituents. The reason that the 

relationship and communication between legislators and voters is better when they are of the 

same race is mainly that they often have a similar view on the sociopolitical reality in the 

country, which makes it easier to effectively communicate with African American voters as 

these legislators know how to formulate the message and how it will be perceived. They will 

also have a better sense of what the target group of the message should be. African American 

voters have higher expectations from representatives of their own race and are more willing 

to learn important information about them, such as their party and background. This is 

different for white people, as they tend to assume their interests will always be served, 

regardless of a legislator’s race. Therefore, descriptive representation is more likely to cause 

a change in the relationship between black representatives and their voters than between a 

white voter and a member of Congress (Bowen & Clark, 2014). 

 Because descriptive representation is of great value for African Americans in the 

United States, they tend to be more likely to trust representatives of their own race. This is 

mainly a result of the group’s history, as continuing discrimination and racism in the country 

resulted in them developing a sense of linked fate, which is also the reason it is more difficult 

for white representatives to gain trust from minorities. Another motive for African Americans 

to support black representatives is that they do not only want to represent the people within a 

district but are also willing to go beyond that and represent the group as a whole (Casellas & 

Wallace, 2015).    
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1.5 Representation in local, congressional, and presidential elections 
As previously described, descriptive representation matters for African American voters. 

However, this is a fairly general statement as I have not yet made a distinction in the 

influence of representation on various levels of American politics. Therefore, I will now 

analyze the influence of descriptive representation on voter participation in local, 

congressional, and presidential elections.  

Most research has focused on the connection between increasing descriptive 

representation of African Americans and its influence on the voter turnout of that community 

in congressional elections, where it often leads to a demobilization of white voters but not 

always to mobilization of African Americans (Gay, 2001). As mentioned before, the most 

important reason for this is that there are large differences between conservatives and liberals 

within the African American community, which means the group as a whole would most 

likely not entirely agree with the ideology of a black representative in a district (Griffin & 

Keane, 2006). Whereas it has been difficult for researchers to determine whether or not 

descriptive representation has a direct positive influence on the voter turnout in congressional 

elections, the connection is more evident in local elections for council representation, 

although there is limited data available on this subject. The main reason that descriptive 

representation has a more pertinent effect in local elections is that candidates on a local level 

have a larger presence in their communities than representatives in Congress. This is because 

Congress members can only spend so much time in their district because they also have 

obligations in Washington, D.C. which they have to attend. Local officials have more time to 

interact with their communities face-to-face, which is likely to increase voter participation 

and therefore the influence of descriptive representation as well (Whitby, 2007). 

 In a study on the presidential election in 2008, the influence of descriptive 

representation in states on black voter turnout in that specific election was researched. In this 

election, the turnout among African Americans was the highest since they became eligible to 

participate in elections through the Voting Rights Act in 1965. One of the factors that caused 

this number to rise was the fact that Obama was a black candidate, but the most important 

aspect was that black voters were more frequently contacted about the campaign than before 

as they received more information about the candidates, on how to register, and the location 

of polling places, which increased the likelihood of them casting their vote. This increase in 

the spread of information about the election only appeared in states with a high percentage of 

black state legislators, as they often put more effort in contacting black voters because they 
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believe mobilization of African Americans is an important value for the community. The 

study shows that these efforts resulted in disengaged voters becoming more likely to vote in 

states with a high number of black legislators. However, it did not change the voting behavior 

of black voters that were already engaged, which means descriptive representation and being 

contacted by black officials does not influence black political behavior in general and only 

affects the attitude of voters who did not vote regularly in the past. Although this study only 

focused on one specific election, the results could be applied to other elections as well, as it is 

likely that voting becomes a habit and disengaged voters will develop into engaged voters in 

upcoming elections (Clark, 2014). Other studies have proven that after Barack Obama was 

elected, most African Americans experienced an increase in political efficiency due to 

descriptive representation, as other racial and ethnic minorities did not endure the same. 

These increased feelings of efficiency have proven to be an important aspect for the increase 

of political participation among African Americans as well (Merolla et al., 2012). Overall, 

descriptive representation has the most apparent effect in local elections. It also affects 

participation in congressional and presidential elections, but only to a certain extent. 
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Chapter 2: Latinx Representation in Congress 

2.1 Self-presentation of Latinx legislators 
Since the midterm elections in November 2018, the U.S. Congress has a new record number 

of Latinx legislators, with forty-five Latin American members in the House of 

Representatives, and five in the Senate (Congressional Research Service, 2019). However, 

the share of Latinx legislators in Congress is still lower than the total share of the Latinx 

population in the United States, which means they are not yet sufficiently represented 

(Gamoa, 2018). For those who are representing the Latinx community in Congress, it is 

important to focus on creating an image of themselves that their constituents can relate to and 

identify with, which is mostly done through creating stories, memories, myths, and beliefs 

(Louw, 2015). 

To communicate this message to their constituents, representatives make extensive 

use of the internet. Especially congressional websites are used to spread large amounts of 

information to constituents in a quick and accessible manner. In this day and age, essentially 

every member of Congress has their own website which they use to communicate their 

identity, message, and issues they support (Gershon, 2008). There are many differences in 

how legislators communicate their agenda and identity with their constituents. All minority 

representatives have a choice of whether or not they want to emphasize their heritage, which 

leads to great differences in legislators’ focus on issues, as this is often affected by the 

representative’s heritage. Another difference that occurs among minority groups is between 

male and female legislators regarding which issues they deem important (Brown & Gershon, 

2016). 

As mentioned in the previous chapter on African American representation, women 

tend to focus more on gender-related issues and issues that are seen as “female”, such as 

healthcare and education, whereas men often focus on the “male” issues, economy and 

defense. There is a similar difference among Latinx officials, as Latina representatives tend to 

focus on issues that affect the community in general, more than on women’s issues only. 

Latina officials generally also put more emphasis on connectedness, collectivity, community, 

and consciousness than their male counterparts. Female legislators often focus on both their 

gender and heritage, more than male legislators, as this could provide them with a multiple 

identity advantage because it shows their constituents they are able to represent the most 

disadvantaged groups. Latino and Latina representatives pay similar attention to issues that 

are related to race, such as affirmative action, civil rights, and legislation, but women 
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generally discuss the issues that are specifically relevant for their gender. In discussing these 

issues, Latina representatives often use examples from their own lives to increase 

connectedness with their community. The fact that Latina legislators refer to their heritage, 

gender, and class on their congressional websites, portrays an identity that is complete, which 

often draws the attention of a broad audience (Brown & Gershon, 2016).  

Although Latinx members of Congress focus more on issues related to gender and 

ethnicity than their white counterparts, the issues generally only compose a small part of the 

total amount of issues on a legislator’s agenda. Therefore, many congress members try to 

incorporate gender and ethnicity into their discussion of general issues. This way, the issues 

pertinent to their community will gain more attention as general issues are more likely to be 

on top of the public and political agenda than those related to race or ethnicity. For example, 

while white representatives discuss veteran, healthcare, and business issues, Latinx legislators 

would relate these to their own community by talking about Latinx veterans, healthcare needs 

specific to Latinxs or challenges faced by Latinx business owners. Legislators often use their 

congressional websites, speeches, interviews, and press releases to draw attention to these 

issues. Research has proven that overall, about half of the Latinx representatives in Congress 

relate discuss race and ethnicity related issues in relation with general issues, whereas only 

ten percent of white representatives use general issues to do the same (Gershon, 2008). 

 

2.2 The effect of descriptive representation on political participation of the 

Latinx community 
After the addition of several amendments to the Voting Rights Act in 1982, the drawing of 

majority-minority districts, in which the majority of the total population consists of a racial or 

ethnic minority group, became a successful strategy to have minorities elected into legislative 

offices. Research has proven that the turnout of Latinx communities is higher in majority-

minority districts than in other districts, as the communities are better represented there. One 

of the reasons that Latinx descriptive representation increases the voter turnout is that it 

empowers the community. In districts where there is a vast white majority, it is difficult for 

minorities to elect someone from their own community into office. After a while, it will 

become discouraging for minorities to see that their efforts have been in vain. When Latinx 

voters see that their votes matter and turning out to vote is rewarding, they are more likely to 

vote again and encourage others to vote as well. In addition, the fact that Latinxs have the 

opportunity to elect a candidate of their own choosing that is also from their own community, 
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has an empowering effect as well (Barreto et al., 2004). Another reason why descriptive 

representation often has a positive effect on the voter turnout of the Latinx community is that 

it makes it easier for voters to gather information about elections and it can increase their 

expectations on the influence of people from their own community in Congress (Rocha et al., 

2010). The election of minority legislators in general often increase psychological 

engagement and interest in politics and elections among minority voters. These legislators 

also tend to value mobilization of ethnic communities more than white legislators and are 

therefore willing to devote more time and resources to this effort. Descriptive representation 

strengthens feelings of shared group consciousness and trust among the Latinx community as 

well. This is mainly based on four characteristics: Latin American heritage, the immigrant 

experience, the Spanish language, and Spanish colonial influence. Although not all Latinx 

voters feel this consciousness in the same way, it is often strong enough to bring the 

community together. The fact that Latinxs can positively identify with legislators that have 

the same ethnicity as them thus leads to greater empowerment of the Latinx community and 

therefore higher levels of voting and participation (Barreto, 2007). 

A different approach to determine political engagement is measuring political 

alienation among the Latinx electorate. People who experience alienation from politics often 

have feelings of powerlessness, cynicism, meaninglessness, estrangement, and distrust. As a 

result, they tend to disconnect from political activities, including voting. Research has shown 

that mainly individuals from the working and lower-class encounter this problem. As 

mentioned before, an increase in descriptive representation of Latinx legislators usually leads 

to an increase in voter turnout of that community as well. In addition, descriptive 

representation also has a positive effect on Latinx political empowerment, which decreases 

the level of political alienation in the Latinx community as it provides them with a belief that 

their interests will be put on the political agenda instead of legislators exclusively focusing on 

more dominant interests. When constituents are represented by more than one representatives 

of their own ethnicity, the effect that reduces the feelings of political alienation among 

Latinxs increases as well. However, there are other demographic and political factors that 

influence alienation, such as age, political knowledge, and the state in which the constituent 

is residing. Political knowledge is the most influential factor in this, as descriptive 

representation has a greater effect on constituents that have greater political knowledge, 

which generally means they are better informed about descriptive representation (Pantoja & 

Segura, 2003).  
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2.3 Importance of descriptive representation in the decision-making process of 

voters 
During the process of choosing who to vote for in an election, voters evaluate all candidates 

in order to make a deliberate decision. While doing this, Latinx voters specifically consider 

qualities such as intelligence, leadership, and the factor “cares about people like you” 

(Manzano & Sanchez, 2010, p. 570). Generally, the factors voters focus on are more personal 

rather than political, as candidate quality is predominantly measured by a candidate’s level of 

competence, empathy, integrity, and leadership, which are personal traits. This also means 

that voters do not necessarily make a distinction between white and Latinx candidates as 

desirable qualities are often deemed more important. Although voters tend to concentrate 

more on candidates’ personal traits, their perceptions of political ability also play a role in the 

decision-making process. The reason that there is such a strong focus on personal attributes is 

that this information is easily accessible. Voters mostly base their choice on perceptions of 

experience and competence. Especially experience is important, as this is often the dominant 

factor in deciding a winner in open-seat races as it can give a challenger an advantage over 

the incumbent. Experience is also an important indicator as candidates establish name 

recognition, political organization, fundraising and campaigning skills through political 

experience (Manzano & Sanchez, 2010).  

 Although Latinx voters do not distinguish between Latinx and white candidates in the 

assessment of their qualities, there are several factors that stimulate greater support for Latinx 

candidates. For example, Latinx voters are more likely to vote for a candidate from their own 

community if they come across as strong and are competitive and qualified. They generally 

offer less support for Latinx candidates that are less-qualified, although those with a strong 

connection to their ethnic traits would vote for a Latinx candidate, even if they are less-

qualified than their opponent. However, it is mainly the case that when all factors of the 

candidates are equal, ethnicity is the deciding element that convinces constituents to vote for 

the Latinx candidate. The support for Latinx candidates is the strongest among voters who are 

fluent in Spanish and experience the most discrimination from white people, as they deem 

ethnicity more important than qualifications and therefore feel more connected to Latinx 

representatives (Manzano & Sanchez, 2010).  

 The Latinx electorate is a heterogeneous group and consists of people of various 

races, which influences their socio-economic status and quality of life as a result of 

discrimination and marginalization, and could therefore also have an influence on their 
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political behavior, mainly their voter choice. Although candidate evaluations play a major 

role in the decision-making process, there are more factors that influence voters, such as 

socio-economic status, partisanship, incumbency, issues they support, and racial 

identification. Because race is one of the underlying factors that determines socio-economic 

status and the social position of voters in society, racial identification within the Latinx 

community is likely to influence the voter’s decision to vote for a Latinx or non-Latinx 

candidate. Although it has been proven that, generally, Latinx voters rather vote for a 

candidate from their own community than for a candidate that is not from Latinx descent, this 

is not always true as the Latinx community consists of individuals from different 

backgrounds. For example, Latinxs who also identify as black often have a lower economic 

status than white Latinxs, which makes it logical to classify those Latinxs as black rather than 

Latinx, based on the differences in social reality between the groups. In addition, black 

Latinxs often lack an important part of the Latinx identity as they are less likely to be 

immigrants than Latinxs from other backgrounds. Instead, the source that is essential for the 

creation of the black Latin identity is intermarriage. As a result, Latinxs that identify as black 

are more likely to feel an attachment to the African American community. Voting for a 

Latinx candidate in an election would not provide those people the same benefits as for other 

Latinxs as they benefit more from legislation in favor of African Americans. Therefore, it is 

unlikely that they would cast a vote for a Latinx candidate in an election (Stokes-Brown, 

2006).  

 

2.4 The effect of representation on the constituent-legislator relationship 
The 116th Congress is the most ethnically and racially diverse in the history of the United 

States as 22% of the members are a racial or ethnic minority (Bialik, 2019). This is an 

important development for the Latinx community, as they particularly value descriptive 

representation because of their history of discrimination. Latinx constituents have developed 

a group consciousness as a result of this discrimination and it is therefore difficult for white 

representatives to earn the trust of Latinx constituents (Casellas & Wallace, 2015). 

An increase in minority representation thus means better representation of minority 

interests as minority legislators are more likely to have similar concerns as their constituents. 

Apart from increasing voter turnout, a rise in descriptive representation also influences the 

relationship between representatives and their voters. Important factors that indicate 

developments in this relationship are legislative responsiveness, i.e. to what extent policy 
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outcomes are responsive to the preferences of voters, and the transmission of information 

between the voters and the members of Congress. In general, descriptive representation 

positively affects communication between voters and their representatives and how they 

perceive their legislative responsiveness, as the voters’ political views are presumably shaped 

by their race and ethnicity. Therefore, communication between members of Congress and 

constituents with the same background will be more effective as they know their audience 

and can adjust their message to make sure the voters will respond to it. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, constituents that are descriptively represented tend to be able to recognize 

the name of their representative, like their representative, and are more likely to vote for 

them, but this is not always the case for the Latinx community. Similar to constituents of 

other races and ethnicities, Latinxs are more likely to remember the party and race of their 

representative if they are of the same ethnicity, but when looking at the connection between 

descriptive representation and contact, evaluation of service, and legislative responsiveness, 

the results are not as strong as for other groups. Overall, Latinx descriptive representation in 

Congress does not enhance how they relate to their legislators, but when it does, the effects 

are generally larger than for others (Bowen & Clark, 2014). 

 Although descriptive representation does not have a large positive influence on the 

political relationship between a constituent and their legislator, it has been proven to build 

trust between them, which could lead to enhanced feelings of inclusion in the Latinx 

community. The bond between the two is also often enhanced if there is a candidate with a 

Spanish last name on a ballot, as this provides a positive message for Latinx constituents 

(Sanchez & Morin, 2011). Furthermore, Latinxs often become more comfortable with their 

legislators if they are able to speak the same language as them, in this case mainly Spanish 

(Casellas & Wallace, 2015). To further emphasize and strengthen the connection with their 

constituents, Latinx legislators regularly use Spanish-language and Latinx-targeted 

advertising in campaigns (Sanchez & Morin, 2011). As mentioned before, the Latinx 

electorate is a heterogeneous group, as it consists of individuals from different origins. While 

they would generally prefer any Latinx legislator over a legislator from a different race or 

ethnicity, there might be differences as to what extent they value a legislator based on their 

origin. Mexican Americans, for example, might value Mexican legislators over Puerto Rican 

legislators, as they believe they represent their interests better. However, many of them 

recognize that Latinx representation in Congress is scarce and that it is important to support 

the growth of their group's representation overall (Casellas & Wallace, 2015).  
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2.5 Representation in local, congressional, and presidential elections 
As mentioned before, descriptive representation is an important aspect of politics for the 

Latinx community. The effects described before exclusively apply to representation in 

Congress, while it also matters on other levels. To be able to understand the full impact of 

descriptive representation for the Latinx community, I will now analyze the influence of this 

representation on voter participation in local and presidential elections as well.  

 Research on the effects of descriptive representation on a congressional level has led 

to several conclusions on the matter. Descriptive representation for Latinxs has increased 

through the drawing of majority-minority districts, which has led to an increase in voter 

turnout in these areas. The reason for this is that Latinx representation is empowering for the 

community, to which they respond by becoming more engaged in American politics (Barreto 

et al., 2004). It also becomes easier for Latinxs to gather information about the candidates and 

the election in general (Rocha et al., 2010).  Descriptive representation evokes feelings of 

shared group consciousness and trust among the community as well (Barreto, 2007). As a 

result, Latinxs will feel less alienated from American politics and become more likely to 

participate in elections (Pantoja & Segura, 2003).  

 Although less research has been done regarding the effect of descriptive 

representation in local elections, the studies that have been conducted generally found a 

positive connection. The increase of descriptive representation often leads to the ratification 

of policies that favor minorities in local governments, such as city councils and school boards 

(Rocha et al., 2010). There is more evidence for the positive effect of descriptive 

representation in state legislatures. At the state level, the Latinx community is better 

represented than in Congress, as the number of Latinx legislators in state legislatures mostly 

reflects the number of Latinxs in the population of the state. This is the case because many 

states with a large Latinx population have established term limits for their legislators, which 

eliminates the incumbency advantage and opens up more seats for new representatives. 

Another explanation for the high amount of Latinx legislators in the states is that many of 

these politicians started out in local communities where they had a chance to get to know 

their constituents and mobilize their supporters (Casellas, 2009).  

It is difficult to determine what influence descriptive representation of Latinxs has on 

presidential elections, as the general election in the United States has never had a Latinx 

candidate. However, there have been several candidates with Latin roots that took a stab at 

running for president but did not make it as far as the general election. One of those 



Schoute/4496523 

23 

candidates was Jeb Bush. He was elected governor of Florida in 1998, where he won a large 

part of the Latinx vote, and launched a presidential campaign for the 2016 election (Gillin, 

2015). Nevertheless, he did not make it to the general election as he ended his campaign in 

February 2016 due to low numbers in primaries in several states (Cassidy, 2016).  

Before he officially launched his presidential campaign, Jeb Bush was popular among 

the Latinx electorate. Although he was not actually from Latin descent, it did appear as if he 

was. He married a Mexican woman, studied Latin American affairs, lived in Venezuela for 

several years, and speaks fluent Spanish. In addition, he favored many policies that were 

favorable for the Latinx community. Through focusing on the fact that he had embraced the 

Latin culture he hoped the Latinx community would see him as their candidate 

(Killingsworth, 2015). This approach did not work in his case, mainly because only few 

Latinxs participated in the Republican primaries in other states than Florida, where Bush was 

popular among the Latinx electorate (Bacon, 2015). Jeb Bush’s case shows how different 

support from the Latinx community for a candidate could be in a presidential election than in 

an election on a different level. Bush earned a large part of the Latinx vote in Florida because 

the state has a large conservative Cuban population that tends to vote Republican. During 

national primaries, the group of Latinxs that needs to be reached is much more diverse and 

has various ideologies, which makes it difficult to approach them (Killingsworth, 2015).  
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Chapter 3: Comparing the influence of descriptive representation on 

the African American and the Latinx community 

3.1 Self-presentation of African American and Latinx legislators  
The first two chapters have described the importance of descriptive representation for African 

Americans and Latinxs, how African American and Latinx legislators present themselves, 

how the increase of descriptive representation in Congress affects the relationship between 

legislators and their constituents, and most importantly, how it affects political participation 

within the African American and Latinx community. In this chapter, I will compare the 

results described in the previous chapters to be able to draw a conclusion on to what extent 

the effect of descriptive representation differs for the African American and Latinx 

community.  

 As mentioned in the previous chapters, self-presentation of legislators is an important 

part of politics as this will enable their constituents to identify with them (Louw, 2015). 

Nowadays, representatives mainly present themselves and their message on their own 

websites, where they can depict which issues are relevant to their voters (Gershon, 2008). An 

important consideration for minority legislators is if they will emphasize their gender, racial, 

and ethnic background for their voters to identify with. The decision on whether or not 

legislators focus on these elements depends on what their gender and racial or ethnic 

background is (Brown & Gershon, 2016). Research has proven that, in most cases, minority 

legislators emphasize race and race-related issues more than their white counterparts, 

particularly in legislation, speeches, and communication with their constituents. In the 

African American community, civil rights played an important part in their history and it is 

still essential today as full equality has not been obtained yet. Because African American 

representation in Congress is smaller than that of the white population, there is currently less 

attention for civil rights affairs than for issues that affect the white population. For these 

reasons, African American legislators tend to focus on these issues in their self-presentation 

(Gershon, 2008). Latinx representatives focus on racial issues such as affirmative action, civil 

rights, and legislation as well (Brown & Gershon, 2016). 

Although both groups tend to focus on the same kind of issues, there are differences 

among representatives of the same race or ethnicity in how they present themselves. Both 

African American women and Latinas are "doubly disadvantaged", as they are female and 

have a non-white background. Although female African American representatives emphasize 
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racial issues as much as their male counterparts, they do focus more on their gender than 

male legislators. This is the case because they are often stereotyped as tough and non-

feminine, to which they react by emphasizing their feminine side, gender identity, and issues 

related to gender. Latinas especially highlight civil rights issues that are particularly relevant 

for them. Generally, Latina legislators emphasize issues such as connectedness, collectivity, 

and community more than Latinx representatives. Although African American and Latina 

representatives tend to accentuate different issues, they all try to focus on both their gender 

and heritage, from which they gain a multiple identity advantage. As a result, they will reach 

a larger community and more people will become able to identify with them (Brown & 

Gershon, 2016).  

African American and Latinx members of Congress pay more attention to gender, 

race, and ethnicity related issues than white legislators. However, both groups are still highly 

underrepresented in Congress and their concerns about these issues are rarely heard. For this 

reason, they try to encompass these race and ethnicity related issues in their discussion of 

general issues, as these are often on top of the political agenda and therefore have received 

more attention from both within and outside Congress. By comparison, roughly fifty percent 

of Latinx legislators relate general affairs to ethnicity related issues, whereas only ten percent 

of white representatives would do as such (Gershon, 2008).  

 

3.2 The effect of descriptive representation on political participation of the 

African American and Latinx community 
In the past, minorities have been extremely underrepresented in politics, and for both African 

Americans and the Latinx community this is still the case. The establishment of the Voting 

Rights Act of 1965 and the addition of several amendments in 1982 improved their situation 

slightly, as they earned the right to vote. Additionally, it became possible to draw majority-

minority districts to assure minority representation in governmental institutions (Barreto et 

al., 2010). These developments led to greater representation in politics and often had a 

positive influence on the political participation of both minority groups as well. Although the 

general result of increasing descriptive representation is similar for African Americans and 

the Latinx community, there are several aspects where they differ. 

 Research has proven that both African American and Latinx constituents prefer being 

represented by a legislator who shares their heritage and experiences, as representatives who 

share their heritage with their constituents tend to be more loyal and attached to the interests 
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they represent. Because these legislators share the constituents' experiences as well, the issues 

they deem important are similar to those valued by their constituent (Mansbridge, 1999). For 

African Americans, some of these shared experiences over which they bond with their 

legislators include racism, economic hardships, and past legal difficulties regarding 

participation in elections (Gay, 2001). For the Latinx community, these factors are their Latin 

American heritage, the fact that they most likely had similar experiences as immigrants, the 

Spanish language, and the Spanish colonial influence (Barreto, 2008). Although both 

minority groups prefer having representatives of their own heritage, increasing descriptive 

representation does not always lead to higher levels of participation in the communities. 

Having descriptive representation increases empowerment among the constituents, but results 

on its influence on voter turnout are mixed. It has been proven that the rising prominence of 

African American legislators in Congress affects the voter turnout of white voters, as this 

tends to decrease. However, this does not always go hand in hand with mobilization of the 

African American electorate (Gay, 2001). The effect on the Latinx community is slightly 

different. Descriptive representation positively affects the electorate as it generally increases 

interest in politics and it becomes easier to gather information about elections and the 

candidate. Nevertheless, this is mainly the case in majority-minority districts where the 

majority of the citizens is Latinx, as it is difficult to elect minority candidates in districts that 

have a vast white majority, which leads to discouragement among Latinx voters (Rocha et al., 

2010).  

 Although the effect of descriptive representation is different for both groups, the 

reason behind the fact that increasing the amount of African American and Latinx legislators 

in Congress is not always as effective as often is believed is frankly the same. Both the 

African American and the Latinx community are fairly heterogeneous and have various 

subgroups, which explains for the most part why the rise of descriptive representation has 

varying effects on these groups. In the African American community, the main difference is 

between liberal and conservative voters. It is generally the case that white legislators 

represent rather conservative interests compared to minority legislators, which is why it are 

mainly liberal African Americans that feel alienated from politics without having descriptive 

representation. As a result, when representation increases, participation mostly increases 

among liberal voters, whereas conservatives tend to become less likely to vote (Griffin & 

Keane, 2006). The main distinction within the Latinx community is established by socio-

economic status of the constituents. Because the community includes people from different 

Latin American countries, there are large differences in status, which is also often linked to 
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race, as explained in chapter two (Stokes-Brown, 2006). Latinxs base their vote on whether 

or not a legislator is Latinx, but it becomes more complicated as the country of heritage plays 

a role as well. For example, Mexican Americans would prefer a Mexican American legislator 

over someone with Cuban heritage as they would better represent their values (Casellas & 

Wallace, 2015). In short, descriptive representation affects voter participation of both 

communities in various ways. Although the groups are fairly different from each other, the 

underlying reason why representation has the impact that it does, is the same for both of 

them.  

  

3.3 Importance of descriptive representation in the decision-making process 
To be able to draw a conclusion on the influence of increasing descriptive representation on 

minority groups, it is important to research whether or not constituents pay attention to the 

race and ethnicity of a candidate in the first place, and what other factors are deemed 

important in the decision-making process. If these results from the African American and the 

Latinx community are compared, it will become clear if both groups value the same 

characteristics, and if race really is as important of an indicator as is often believed.   

 During the decision-making process of an election, voters consider various factors 

while determining which candidate to vote for. Many elements that African American deem 

important are fairly the same as those considered relevant by the Latinx electorate. These 

factors include party, ideology, previous leadership positions, competence, and experience 

(Tate, 2001; Manzano & Sanchez, 2010). Although these factors are important in the 

decision-making process, race and ethnicity are important as well. As mentioned before, both 

African Americans and Latinxs would rather vote for a candidate from their own community 

than for someone with a different background, but this does not have to be the deciding factor 

(Stokes-Brown, 2006; Griffin & Keane, 2006). 

In addition to the overlapping factors that both African American and Latinx voters 

focus on, there are some other characteristics regarding the decision-making process that are 

specific to each group. Besides the aforementioned factors, African American constituents 

value elements such as seniority, a candidate's campaign activity and expenditures, and their 

margin of victory in previous elections. Constituents mainly value these elements as they 

function as indicators of a legislator's experience, popularity, and effectiveness (Tate, 2001). 

Latinx constituents, on the other hand, tend to focus more on candidates' personal traits than 

their political experience, as this information is easily accessible. Despite the fact that these 
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factors play a role in the process, there are also several other factors that stimulate voters to 

support candidates from their own community. Latinx constituents are more likely to vote for 

Latinx candidates if they come across as strong and competitive, and are qualified to become 

a legislator in Congress. In this case, ethnicity is not the deciding factor but it does have an 

indirect influence. Support for Latinx candidates is even stronger among Latinxs who feel 

particularly connected to their ethnic traits, are fluent in Spanish, and deem ethnicity more 

important than other qualifications. These constituents would most likely vote for a Latinx 

candidate, even if they are less qualified than their opponent. What is specific to the Latinx 

community is that they consider various factors important in the decision-making process but 

if all these factors are equal, ethnicity will become the deciding factor (Manzano & Sanchez, 

2010). Another element that is specific to Latinxs is that not all of them see their Latinx 

identity as most prominent, as the Latinx community includes individuals from different 

backgrounds. As mentioned in chapter two, black Latinxs often identify more with the 

African American community. A reason for this is that they often have a different socio-

economic status than most of the Latinx community and cannot relate to the immigrant 

experience that the majority of Latinxs has. Because this part of the Latinx community relates 

more to the African American community, they are less likely to vote for a Latinx candidate 

in an election (Stokes-Brown, 2006).  

Although most African American and Latinx voters believe that having representation 

in Congress is important, it is not the only factor on which they base their decision. For this 

reason, it is also difficult to determine whether or not candidates are chosen specifically 

because of their race or if there were more factors that influenced a voter's decision. 

However, for both African American and Latinx constituents it has been proven that 

generally, they would rather vote for a candidate from their own community than for 

someone from the outside. Their decision could be changed, however, when they start 

looking at the other factors, which are usually similar for both groups, but not at all times.  

 

3.4 The effect of representation on the constituent-legislator relationship 
Increasing political representation of minorities has various effects on the communities these 

legislators represent. Besides the fact that it often increases political participation among 

minority communities, the relationship between constituents and legislators of the same race 

or ethnicity are often different from those where the representative and constituent do not 

have the same background. The general effects of having descriptive representation on this 
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relationship are similar for African Americans and Latinxs, but because the Latinx 

community consists of people with different backgrounds from various countries, the 

relationship between constituent and representative for that group is not always improved 

when representation grows.  

 One way in which descriptive representation affects both African American and 

Latinx voters is that representatives will be more relatable to their constituents and that their 

opinion on them will most likely become more positive (Tate, 2001). This is the case as 

minority legislators are likely to have similar concerns as their minority constituents, and 

legislative responsiveness, to what extent policy outcomes are responsive to voters’ 

preferences, is often higher when constituents are represented by a legislator with the same 

heritage. An increase in representation also enhances the effectiveness of communication 

between legislators and their constituents for both African Americans and Latinxs because 

representatives will know their audience and are therefore able to adjust their message in a 

way most voters will respond to it. Furthermore, both groups have been proven to positively 

respond to descriptive representation as constituents have a higher chance of recognizing and 

knowing the legislator’s name and party (Bowen & Clark, 2014). Lastly, increasing 

representation causes voters to have more trust in their legislators, mainly because of their 

shared history which has resulted in a sense of linked fate or group consciousness among 

both the African American and Latinx community (Casellas & Wallace, 2015).  

 As mentioned before, research has suggested that groups that are sufficiently 

represented in Congress are more likely to know the name of their legislator and are more 

likely to vote for them. This is often the case for African Americans, but the situation is 

different for the Latinx community. They are, like African Americans, more likely to 

remember the party and name of a representative, but when looking at factors such as 

effectiveness of contact, evaluation of service, and legislative responsiveness, the results are 

not as strong as for African Americans (Bowen & Clark, 2014). The bond between Latinx 

constituents and their legislators is further enhanced when the legislators are able to speak 

Spanish and have a Spanish last name, which can be seen on the ballot and radiates a positive 

message to the Latinx community (Casellas & Wallace, 2015). This is also the reason that 

many Latinx legislators use the Spanish language in their campaign advertisements as often 

as possible (Sanchez & Morin, 2011). However, the results depend on how much a 

constituent values the origin of a legislator, as most Mexican Americans prefer being 

represented by a Mexican American legislator, rather than someone with a different country 
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of origin. This issue is not present in the African American community (Casellas & Wallace, 

2015).  

 Previous research has proven that African American voters have higher expectations 

from representatives if they are African American rather than white. They are also more 

likely to accept information spread by legislators from their own community. There is limited 

information available regarding this aspect for the Latinx community, but research has 

proven that compared to the white electorate, the relationship between African American 

constituents and legislators is more likely to change as a result of increasing representation. 

This is mostly the case because white interests are continuously represented, whereas this is 

not the case for minorities (Bowen & Clark, 2014). Lastly, an important reason for African 

American voters to support black representatives is the fact that they are known for going the 

extra mile by wanting to represent not only the people within a single district, but also the rest 

of the African American community in other districts (Casellas & Wallace, 2015). Overall, 

the main difference between the African American and the Latinx community regarding the 

relationship between constituent and legislator is the fact that the situation for Latinxs is 

slightly more complicated as a result of them having various origins. The general effects of 

descriptive representation on this relationship are fairly similar for both communities. 

 

3.5 Representation in local, congressional, and presidential elections 
As described in the previous chapters, descriptive representation matters on several levels of 

American politics. At the congressional level, the differences between the influence of 

representation on African Americans and Latinxs are limited. At the presidential and local 

level, the effects are slightly different, even as the contrast between the two minority groups.  

As in chapter one and two is described, minorities that are well represented in Congress are 

often more likely to be active voters as it empowers them and it builds trust between the 

constituent and the candidate (Barreto, 2008; Gay, 2001). However, as both the African 

American and the Latinx community are heterogeneous groups, this increase of descriptive 

representation does not have the same effect on everyone within those communities (Griffin 

& Keane, 2006; Casellas & Wallace, 2015).  

 The situation at the local level is fairly different, although still similar for both 

African Americans and Latinxs. Legislators in local governments generally have a larger 

presence in their community as their target group is smaller than at the congressional and 

state level. Therefore, they are able to connect with their constituents, which often creates a 
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bond and motivates the electorate to vote. An increase in descriptive representation at this 

level makes it easier to ratify policies in favor of minorities as well. (Whitby, 2007; Rocha et 

al., 2010).  

 The largest differences between the African American and the Latinx community are 

visible in elections at the state and presidential level. The Latinx community is well 

represented at the state level, as the number of legislators in state legislatures mostly reflects 

the number of Latinxs in the total population of the state, which is less the case for African 

Americans in state legislatures (Casellas, 2009). It is difficult to compare the effects of 

descriptive representation between the two minority groups in presidential elections, as there 

has never been a Latinx candidate in the general election. In the case of African Americans in 

the 2008 election, a large part of the votes for Barack Obama came from the African 

American community. Because there was a black candidate, African American voters felt 

more engaged with the election as they were one of the main target groups of the Obama 

campaign. They received more information about the candidates and the voting process, 

which increased the likelihood of them becoming active voters. This particularly had an 

effect on constituents who were disengaged with politics before the election (Clark, 2014). 

As mentioned before, it is complicated to determine what the effect of descriptive 

representation on the Latinx community is in presidential elections. Jeb Bush, a white 

governor from Florida who appeared as Latino, started a presidential campaign but did not 

get as far as the general election (Gillin, 2015). It is therefore impossible to compare the 

differences in voter turnout for a non-Latinx and a Latinx candidate in a presidential election. 

The reason that Bush ended his campaign early is because of low numbers in several 

primaries and difficulty to appeal to a diverse national Latinx electorate (Killingsworth, 

2015). The fact that the Latinx electorate is diverse and difficult to persuade could be the 

reason there has not been a Latinx candidate in the general election to this day. Although the 

African American community is a heterogeneous group as well, this seems to have less of an 

effect on presidential elections than the diversity of the Latinx community.  
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Conclusion 
Generally, all minority legislators emphasize their racial or ethnic background more than 

white legislators. For both the African American and Latinx community, this means putting a 

strong focus on civil rights and racial issues. Women from both groups tend to include gender 

issues as well to reach a larger audience. The effect of descriptive representation on political 

participation of minorities is mostly positive in majority-minority districts, especially for the 

Latinx community. Both African Americans and Latinxs prefer being represented by a 

legislator from their own community as they share the same experiences, which often 

increases empowerment among constituents in the communities. However, descriptive 

representation does not have the same effect on all constituents within the groups, as these 

contain large differences. In the African American community there is a contrast between 

liberals and conservatives, and only the former tend to be affected by descriptive 

representation. Within the Latinx community, the extent of the effect is determined by the 

voters’ socio-economic status and origin, as they also base their decision on a candidate’s 

country of heritage. In the decision-making process, African American and Latinx voters 

mainly base their decision on a candidate’s party, ideology, and experience. African 

Americans mostly pay attention to political knowledge, while Latinx voters tend to focus 

more on personal traits. Ethnicity is rarely a deciding factor, but support generally does 

increase when a candidate is connected to their ethnic traits. However, not all Latinxs see 

their Latinx identity as their most essential trait as a result of the diversity within the group. 

The relationship between African American and Latinx legislators and their voters is 

mostly influenced by descriptive representation as these legislators will become easier to 

relate to, have more effective communication, and know the values of the community well. 

African Americans tend to support black legislators as they tend to go the extra mile for 

constituents both within and outside of their districts. The connection between Latinx voters 

and their constituents grows when the representative speaks Spanish or has a Spanish last 

name and depends on the legislator’s country of origin. The effects of descriptive 

representation at the local level are similar for African Americans and Latinxs. At the state 

level, Latinxs are well represented in relation to the total population in a state, which is not 

the case for African Americans. As there has never been a Latinx candidate in a general 

election, most likely because the diverse Latinx electorate is difficult to reach, the situation in 

presidential elections is difficult to compare. Overall, the effect of descriptive representation 

is in many cases similar for the African American and the Latinx community. It has become 
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clear that the most feasible reason for the differences that do appear is the diversity of both 

minority groups, as the African American community contains voters with different 

ideologies and the Latinx community is divided by socio-economic status and heritage. 

Although descriptive representation often leads to larger engagement among the minority 

groups that have been discussed in this thesis, limited research has been done on the 

effectiveness of descriptive representation regarding policies within Congress. As the amount 

of African American and Latinx legislators could to continue to grow in the upcoming years, 

it will be interesting to see what will happen. Areas of attention are the political participation 

of the constituencies as well as the number of policies that will be authorized in favor of 

descriptively represented minority groups. There is a chance the situation will change if a 

new president is elected in 2020, but for now, African American and Latinx representation in 

the U.S. Congress still has a long way to go before those groups receive the representation 

they deserve.  
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